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SOUTH AFRICAN UNIVERSITY HISTORY: 
A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW 


Bronwyn Strydom 
University of South Africa 
bstrydom@gmail.com 


ABSTRACT 


University history has traditionally been the domain of the commemorative publication 
which presented institutions in a very favourable light, full of the boasts of growth and 
achievement. In considering university histories, it is useful to examine this traditional 
approach as well as more recent scholarly developments in the study of the history 
of institutions of higher learning internationally. In South Africa, most universities 
have some form of published history, although these vary greatly in scope, depth 
and critical approach. This article briefly considers volumes produced on South 
African universities and their past in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. 
Trends and approaches evident in this wide variety of publications are highlighted. 
Questions such as the choice of moments of origin and commemoration, the effect 
of Apartheid on the retelling of the past and the use of either an autobiographical 
or a collaborative approach are considered. The comparative lack of histories of 
former ‘non-white’ universities is also explored, while the predominance of interest 
in matters of institutional identity in the post-Apartheid context is highlighted. 


Keywords: Universities; historiography; university history; South Africa; Apartheid; 
higher education; institutional identity 


INTRODUCTION 


Almost every South African university has some form of published history. 
This apparent abundance of volumes represents, however, a very mixed bag of 
publications in terms of depth and scholarly technique. University history has a 
long tradition of commemorative writing which, while breaking ground in terms of 
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the recording of the history of individual institutions, does not always conform to 
historical methodology or critical distance. South African universities have attracted 
some scholarly attention, especially more recently,' and this new interest has also 
demonstrated the value of the historical study of institutions of higher education. This 
article will briefly consider the field of university history before giving an overview 
of the writings on South African universities and their history. An examination will 
be made of some seminal South African university histories as well as more recent 
publications on South African university history. Different trends and approaches 
will be highlighted among these diverse and varied volumes. 


TRADITIONAL UNIVERSITY HISTORIES 


Among the variety of approaches to university history, historically the most 
common type of university history is the ‘traditional’ chronicle or celebratory 
biography of a single institution often written by an alumnus or staff member.’ This 
was especially popular in the first half of the twentieth century. These histories are 
usually commissioned commemorative volumes written to coincide with significant 
anniversaries, possessing an official character? They often tell the story of an 
institution ‘without warts’ and can be seen ‘as subtle pieces of advertising’.* In this 
light, it is understandable that traditional histories have also often been viewed as 
‘tedious, uncritical efforts at public relations, rather than serious scholarly works.’° 
The traditional university history is usually characterised by impressive amounts 
of detail. They are often pioneering studies of university growth, detailed ‘in terms of 
faculties, facilities, curricula and numbers of students, with additional miscellaneous 
information.’® This genre relies heavily on sources produced by the executive 
and administration of the institution in question. The result is a ‘facts-and-rulers- 
template’? which entrenches the hegemony of usually male administrators over the 
lower echelons of teaching staff and, even lower, of students. These often remain mere 
works of parochial history. In addition, the official nature of commemorative books 





1 There are current projects to write histories for Rhodes University, the University of Kwazulu- 
Natal, the University of Cape Town and the University of South Africa. 

2 _ S. Rothblatt, ‘The Writing of University History at the End of Another Century’, Oxford Review 

of Education, 23, 3 (1997), 154. 

FJ. du Toit Spies, ‘Die Skryf van ‘n Universiteitsgeskiedenis‘, Historia, 3, 2 (1985), 63. 

4 —H. Kearney, Scholars and Gentlemen. Universities and Society in Pre-industrial Britain, 1500- 
1700 (London: Faber and Faber, 1970), 11-12. 

5 D. Welsh, ‘Wits Under the Microscope’, English Academy Review, 15 (1998), 185. 

6 S.Rothblatt, The Revolution of the Dons. Cambridge and Society in Victorian England (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), 17. 

7 C.T. McIntire, ‘Hegemony and the Historiography of Universities: The Toronto Case’, University 
of Toronto Quarterly, 72, 3 (2003), 750. 


Ww 


57 


Downloaded by [University of Rochester] at 12:35 08 August 2017 


Strydom South African University History: A Historiographical Overview 


written as commissioned projects also renders a critical approach more difficult, 
where the writing may be under the direct supervision of university authorities.* 

In spite of their many shortcomings, these volumes have contributed to the 
unchartered territory of university history and usually represent a wealth of primary 
research. There have been several popular approaches to the study of universities; 
among these are the focus on individuals or successions of individuals and 
biographies of academics. Historians have made studies of the history of various 
university disciplines and changes in university curricula, while the university has 
also been the subject of histories of ideas tracing the development of social and 
philosophical thought and the meanings and purpose of university education. The 
university’s space is a topic for historical studies of campus planning, architecture 
and landscape. University historians have more recently considered the role of 
religion and the place of women in higher education, while new approaches have 
turned from the administrators, laws and organizational structure of the ‘facts-and- 
tulers’ histories to consider the place of professors and students.’ Historians have 
also employed quantitative methods in some cases to shed further light on the growth 
and influence of institutions. In other cases, the study of ‘the big picture over lengthy 
periods of time’ has attempted to unlock ‘themes and competing concepts and 
explanations of tradition and change.’'° Furthermore, celebrated university historian 
Sheldon Rothblatt notes ‘one relationship that is of perennial interest...that is the 
university’s ongoing relationship with the state’'' as historians explore themes such 
as finance, the university’s autonomy and state intrusion.'” 

A crucial and fundamental reappraisal of the university has been to reconsider it 
in its social context. In simple terms, this is to regard the influence of the university 
on society and vice versa.'? The university is undoubtedly ‘a social as much as an 
intellectual institution.’'* As a component of society, involved in constant exchange 
with it, a university’s history can thus be seen as a constituent of the social history 
of a society within wider currents of history.'° As institutions which are ‘units of 





8 Du Toit Spies, ‘Die Skryf van ‘n Universiteitsgeskiedenis’, 63-4. 

9  MclIntire, ‘Hegemony and the Historiography of Universities’, 751; C.H. Haskins, The Rise of 
Universities (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1957), 24. 

10H. Silver, ‘““Things Change but Names Remain the Same”: Higher Education Historiography 
1975-2000’, History of Education, 35, 1 (2006), 130. 

11 Rothblatt, “The Writing of University History’, 157. 

12 Silver, ‘““Things Change but Names Remain the Same”’, 122-35; Rothblatt, ‘The Writing of 
University History’, 154-8. 

13 Du Toit Spies, ‘Die Skryf van ‘n Universiteitsgeskiedenis’, 66. 

14 Kearney, Scholars and Gentlemen, 11. 

15 Du Toit Spies, ‘Die Skryf van ‘n Universiteitsgeskiedenis’, 67; A.L. Hayes, Book review of The 
Founding Moment: Church, Society and the Construction of Trinity College by William Westfall, 
Anglican Theological Review, 86, 3 (Summer 2004), 545-547. 
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larger organizational and cultural networks’,'° the university should therefore not be 
studied as an autonomous or independent entity as is often the case in commemorative 
histories. 

In considering various historical theories applied to the history of Oxford and 
Cambridge, Rothblatt also confirms ‘how impossible it is to discuss educational 
change outside a larger historical context composed of social, political, intellectual, 
religious or economic ingredients.’!’ He does, however, warn that drawing links that 
are too strict between political and social change and educational reform can cause 
society to be portrayed ‘as distant and omnipresent, an abstraction whose will cannot 
be denied’ and with whom disagreement cannot be tolerated.'* Instead, in a plural 
society, it is likely that ‘the university and society will be in subtle and complex 
states of disagreement as well as agreement with one another’'? and, according to 
him, this may be the outstanding feature of the modern university. It is the diverse 
and unexpected aspects of this relationship which merit attention by historians of 
universities. Not only is an awareness of context vital for the study of universities, 
but the traffic between the university and its broader context gives the study of 
universities a broader significance. Universities viewed as elements of a certain 
social climate shed further light on that climate and their study therefore acquires 
added legitimacy.”° 


SOUTH AFRICAN UNIVERSITY HISTORY 


In South Africa, university history is an area that is attracting increasing interest. 
Most universities have some form of published ‘history’; however, these are mainly 
of the ‘traditional’ commemorative genre with a few notable exceptions. Among 
some longer published monographs, which on the surface could be classed with 
‘traditional’ university histories, are a number written by professional historians 
which exemplify a more contextualised and critical approach to their subjects. A 
number of scholarly articles have also appeared regarding a variety of questions 
related to South African universities. It is, however, challenging to compile an 
exhaustive list of university histories, as most institutions have a number of brochure- 
style publications celebrating the institution’s past which are usually produced with 
a marketing goal in mind. These often fit the ‘facts-and-rulers’ template, focusing on 





16 P.H. Mattingly, ‘Structures over Time: Institutional History’, in J.H. Best, ed, Historical Inquiry 
in Education. A Research Agenda, (Washington: American Educational Research Association, 


1983), 49. 
17. Rothblatt, The Revolution of the Dons, 25. 
18 Ibid., 25-6. 
19 Ibid., 26. 


20 Mattingly, ‘Structures over Time’, 42. 
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chancellors, vice-chancellors and university expansion. They are often authored by 
a committee and highlight university achievements.”! 

One of the earliest South African university histories, tracing the history of 
one of the country’s oldest institutions of higher learning is W. Ritchie’s et al., 
The History of the South African College: 1829-1918.” This volume covers the 
whole history of the South African College (SAC), from its founding until the 1916 
University Acts, and places the SAC in both the context of life at the Cape and 
against the background to the development of education in the Cape. A foundational 
and monumental study of South African university education in general, which 
should be mentioned at the outset of a study of South African university history, is 
Maurice Boucher’s doctoral thesis, ‘The University of the Cape of Good Hope and 
the University of South Africa, 1873—1946’,*? published in the Archives Yearbook 
for South African History. This detailed study of the origins of the South African 
university system not only examines the establishment of the University of the Cape 
of Good Hope (UCGH) and its predecessors, but also takes into account the imperial 
context of higher education. Boucher examines the development of the UCGH into 
the federal University of South Africa (Unisa) and ends his history at the time Unisa 
became a teaching institution in 1946. In a review of this study, it is aptly stated 
that ‘[t]here can be little doubt that this work is, and is likely to remain for some 
time, the standard history of the birth and growth of university education in South 
Africa.’ Furthermore, the impeccable referencing through the use of footnotes and 
an extensive source list make this an invaluable reference work for any scholar of 
South African higher education. A year prior to the publication of his thesis, Boucher 
produced Spes in Ardius: A History of the University of South Africa® to coincide 
with the centenary celebration of the Unisa. This volume was drawn largely from his 
thesis, with additional chapters covering the period up until 1973. As Unisa stands 





21 Examples of such publications are Jubilee Committee, The Golden Jubilee of the University of 
the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, 1972 (Johannesburg: University of the Witwatersrand, 1972); 
R.W. Wilcocks, ‘;Verlede, Hede en Toekoms van die Universiteit van Stellenbosch’, address given 
at the official opening of the University, 4 March 1953; G.J. Beukes, ed, Die Universiteit van die 
Oranje-Vrystaat — ‘n Feesblad Gepubliseer by Geleentheid van die Selfstandigwording van die 
Universiteit, (Bloemfontein: Universiteit van die Oranje-Vrystaat, 1950) and the commemorative 
edition of the University of Natal’s magazine, University of Natal, Commemoration Number 1949 
(Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal). 

22 W. Ritchie, et al., The History of the South African College, 1829-1918 (Cape Town: Maskew 
Miller, 1918). 

23 M. Boucher, The University of the Cape of Good Hope and the University of South Africa, 1873- 
1946: A Study in National and Imperial Perspective, Archives Yearbook, 35th year, 1972, 1 
(Pretoria: Government Printer, 1974). 

24 §.B. Spies, Book review of The University of the Cape of Good Hope and the University of South 
Africa, 1873-1946: A study in national and imperial perspective by M. Boucher, Kleio, 10 (1978), 
78. 

25 M. Boucher, Spes in Ardius: a History of the University of South Africa (Pretoria: University of 
South Africa, 1973). 
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in the unique position of being the founder university and having its history wrapped 
up in the development of all the subsequent university colleges in the region, its 
history necessarily provides a window on university development in South Africa 
in general. 

Other universities also have had their history put on paper, in volumes varying 
in scope and length, with much depending on the contributing authors. Among 
South African university histories, Bruce Murray’s histories of the University of the 
Witwatersrand (Wits) are examples of more scholarly approaches to the field. Wits, 
the Early Years”® was published on the occasion of the university’s diamond jubilee. 
Murray’s work is a chronicle of vice-chancellors and a range of controversies, 
focusing on Wits’s early history between 1869 and 1939. It is definitely also an 
attempt to tell the story of the university ‘warts and all’. Wits, the ‘Open’ Years,”’ 
the second university study by Murray, was published to coincide with the 75th 
anniversary celebrations of the university. This volume covers the following twenty 
years of Wits’s history. Due to the nature of the era, the university’s response to 
government policies is a main theme in this publication. Wits is presented in open and 
often confrontational exchange with the government and society. Both of Murray’s 
volumes can be considered as seminal examples of South African university history. 

Another noteworthy scholarly South African university history by a historian is 
Howard Phillips’s The University of Cape Town, 1918-1948. The Formative Years. It 
was published at the time of the University of Cape Town’s (UCT) 75th anniversary. 
It covers the period from 1918, when UCT acquired university status, until 1948 —a 
period which Phillips considered UCT’s formative years — also ending at a time when 
a change in South Africa’s government occurred, which meant significant changes for 
universities. The volume was commissioned by the University Council and the brief 
specified that, as it was aimed at a ‘non-specialist audience’, it should avoid being 
‘dull’ and should contain ‘some anecdotal matter’.*® Bearing these considerations in 
mind, Phillips still, however, produced a scholarly volume complete with reference 
information. In addition, Phillips viewed his study as ‘an opportunity for us to share 
the triumphs of the past and to identify where the University has failed’, hoping 
that it would ‘inform the institution as it attempts to adapt sensibly to the changing 
times’.”° Written at the close of the Apartheid era, Phillips presents a sensitive ‘warts 
and all’ view of a period of UCT’s history, with a strong sense of the historical 





26 B.K. Murray, Wits, the Early Years: A History of the University of the Witwatersrand Johannesburg 
and its Precursors, 1896-1939 (Johannesburg: University of the Witwatersrand Press, 1982). 

27 B.K. Murray, Wits, the ‘Open’ Years: A History of the University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg, 1939-1959 (Johannesburg: University of the Witwatersrand Press, 1997). 

28 H. Phillips, The University of Cape Town, 1918-1948: The Formative Years (Cape Town: 
University of Cape Town, 1993), viil. 

29  §.J. Saunders, “Foreword”, in Phillips, The University of Cape Town, vii. 
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context in which it played out. In this regard, it is a very fine example of South 
African university history.*° 

These pioneering works by Boucher, Murray and Phillips have become the 
benchmark for South African university histories, earning their authors a strong 
association with university history, also demonstrated in some of their other 
scholarly work.*' These scholars are characterised by their thorough and solid 
historical approach and methodology. They also succeed in presenting university 
developments from many angles — highlighting developments in the administration 
and strong personalities in the university government alongside university growth in 
wider national context. Murray and Phillips’s volumes, too, are successful not only as 
solid historical productions but also as appealing to a more popular audience through 
their use of anecdotes and readable quality. This is no mean feat. The challenge of 
writing such histories is evident in the limited scope in terms of the era which they 
cover. Instead of giving the grand sweep of an institution’s history, they focus in a 
detailed way on a shorter period of time. 


OLDER HISTORIES 


The earlier part of last century also saw the appearance of some pioneering histories 
for some of South Africa’s other universities. On the whole, these volumes fall into 
the traditional university history genre with an emphasis on the university’s executive 
and university policy. In each case, the particular interests and stance of the author in 
question is also quite apparent. For example, in A History of the University of Natal, 
University of Natal professor, Edgar H. Brookes’s personal strengths and persuasions 
inform his study. His interest in university finance had a decided influenced on his 
study as he includes a whole chapter on the subject.” 

Another example of an older commemorative history with authorial influence 
is Ad Destinatum: Gedenkboek van die Universiteit van Pretoria published in 





30 Phillips’s skill as an institutional historian is also seen in A. Digby and H. Phillips, At the Heart of 
Healing: Groote Schuur Hospital, 1938-2008 (Auckland Park: Jacana, 2008). 

31 M. Boucher, ‘Some Observations upon the Influence of Scotland in South African University 
Education’, Historia, 14, 2 (1969), 98-106; M. Boucher, ‘A Brief History of the South African 
University System’, Historia, 18, 1 (1973), 59-66; B.K. Murray, ‘Wits University, Student 
Politics, and the Coming of Apartheid’, Perspectives in Education 12, 1 (1990), 55-68; B.K. 
Murray, ‘Defending the ‘Open University’: Wits University, Student Politics and University 
Apartheid 1955-1959’, Perspectives in Education 17, 1 (1996), 27-50; H. Phillips, ‘A Caledonian 
College in Cape Town and Beyond: An Investigation into the Foundation(s) of the South African 
University System’, South African Journal of Higher Education 17, 3 (2003), 122-8. 

32 O.P.F. Horwood, ‘Foreword’, in E.H. Brookes, A History of the University of Natal 
(Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1966), vi. 
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1960 by Voortrekkerpers.*? The person given the chief credit for the writing of Ad 
Destinatum is A.N. Pelzer, then professor and head of the Department of History. 
The final editor of the publication was the rector of the University of Pretoria (UP), 
Prof C.H. Rautenbach, which in itself indicates that it was a managed publication. 
The political and cultural orientation of both Rautenbach and Pelzer immediately 
call into question the interpretation of events presented in Ad Destinatum, as both 
represented the nationalist persuasion of their period.** Pelzer was a prominent 
member of the Afrikaner Broederbond and F.A. Mouton includes Ad Destinatum 
in a list of his publications ‘commissioned in the service of the volk’* in his study 
of Pelzer’s career as an historian. In Ad Destinatum, Pelzer’s nationalist sentiments 
are evident, particularly in his interpretation of the events surrounding the highly 
charged debate around language policy at the university.*° Apart from its nationalist 
flavour, it remains, however, the most comprehensive source concerning the early 
history of the University of Pretoria and the Transvaal University College. Ad 
Destinatum fits the description of a traditional university history as outlined above 
as it is an ‘impressively detailed and pioneering narrative’ which also complies with 
the ‘facts-and-rulers’ template. Other university histories written in the last century 
include R.F Currey’s Rhodes University (1904—1970)*" and H.B. Thom’s history of 
the University of Stellenbosch produced in 1966.** 


TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY HISTORIES 


The beginning of the twenty-first century saw a number of new university histories 
produced, as many institutions reached the centenary milestone. Rhodes University 
is celebrated in a volume published to commemorate the institution’s 2004 centenary 





33 The publication of Ad Destinatum was followed in later decades by three successive volumes with 
the title Ad Destinatum covering the periods 1960-1982, 1983-1992 and 1993-2000 respectively. 
These later volumes give a more bland account of the facts and figures of university growth 
and developments. They follow a prescribed ‘recipe’ in which the details of executive, faculties 
and service departments are relayed. This does, however, provide a useful reference book on 
university developments and staff. The fifth volume, 2001—2009, is currently being compiled. 

34 D.M. Van der Merwe, ‘Taal op Tuks” A Reappraisal of the Change in Language Policy at the 
University of Pretoria, 1932’, Historia, 53, 2 (2008), 152-3. 

35 FA. Mouton, ‘A.N. Pelzer: A Custodian of Afrikanerdom’ in F.A. Mouton, ed, History, Historians 
and Afrikaner Nationalism: Essays on the History Department of the University of Pretoria, 
1909-1985 (Vanderbijlpark: Kleio, 2007), 98. 

36 An example is Pelzer’s defensive tone regarding criticism of the single medium policy and the 
withdrawal of the city council’s financial support for the University. C.H. Rautenbach, ed, Ad 
Destinatum. Gedenkboek van die Universiteit van Pretoria (Johannesburg: Voortrekkerpers, 
1960), 68-71; Van der Merwe, ““Taal op Tuks”’ 154-5. 

37 RF. Currey, Rhodes University, 1904-1970: A Chronicle, (Grahamstown: Rhodes University, 
1970). 

38 H.B. Thom, ed, Stellenbosch, 1866-1966: Honderd Jaar Hoér Onderwys (Cape Town: Nasionale 
Boekhandel, 1966). 
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entitled A Story of Rhodes University: Rhodes University 1904-2004. Written by 
two journalists who were at one point members of the university’s Public Relations 
division, it gives a brief account of the university’s growth and achievements, 
complemented by a large selection of photographs and images. It is a fine example 
of a celebratory volume, shying away from difficult topics and a critical approach. 
Perhaps this is the reason that the vice-chancellor, in his foreword to the book, states 
that it ‘is not an official history’ .*” 

Another centenary publication with a similar tone is Flip Van der Watt’s Tukkies 
Oorskou sy Eerste Honderd Jaar published in 2008.*° It is the latest in a number 
of volumes which the former dean of students and church historian Van der Watt 
has written on aspects of UP’s history in addition to editing a later volume of Ad 
Destinatum. This book uses thematic sketches and a wealth of photographs and 
images to illustrate the university’s first century. It is aimed at a general Afrikaans 
audience and thus is deliberately not an in depth study of the institution’s history. 
Even its physical format, like that of the Rhodes volume, places this book in the 
genre of coffee table history, intended to present the more pleasing aspects of the 
institution’s past. 

A pioneering history of the University of the Free State (UFS), From Grey to 
Gold, was published in 2006 as part of the university’s 2004 centenary celebrations.*! 
It is an impressive volume in its length and scope, attempting to cover all the diverse 
dimensions of the university over a one hundred year period, including subjects such 
as the university’s administration, executive, physical growth, academic and sport 
achievements, and student life. The commission to compile the university’s history 
was given to the Department of History in 1998. After a first draft had been produced 
under the leadership of Prof Leo Barnard, a second committee under the leadership 
of then rector Prof Frederick Fourie took over the editorial work and produced the 
final version of the volume.” It is not certain how much Fourie had his hand in the 
writing, but his influence is discernible in the remarkable number of photographs in 
which he appears throughout the book. 

Potchefstroom University for Christian Higher Education (PUCHE) also 
published an impressive volume to coincide with its hundredth anniversary as an 
educational institution in Potchefstroom.*’ This volume is a very thorough study, by 





39 D. Woods, ‘Foreword’, in R. Buckland and T. Neville, A Story of Rhodes: Rhodes University 
1904-2004 (Braamfontein: Macmillan, 2004), xi. 

40 F. van der Watt, Zukkies Oorskou sy Eerste Honderd Jaar: 1908-2008 (Pretoria: Universiteit van 
Pretoria, 2008). 

41 This volume also appeared in Afrikaans. Universiteit van die Vrystaat, Van Sink tot Sandsteen tot 
Graniet. Die Eerste 100 Jaar van die Universiteit van die Vrystaat (Bloemfontein: Universiteit 
van die Vrystaat, 2006). 

42 Universiteit van die Vrystaat, Van Sink tot Sandsteen tot Graniet, xiv-xvil. 

43 E.S. van Eeden, ed, Jn U Lig. Die PU vir CHO: van Selfstandigwording tot Samesmelting, 1951 
—2004 (Potchefstroom: University of the North West, 2006). 
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a number of collaborators, of the institution’s growth and developments from 1951. 
In an earlier volume, P. van der Schyff, covered the university’s growth until 1951, 
when it acquired university status.*4 This second volume, which was a number of 
years in the making, is a very dense and detailed study by a number of professional 
historians attached to the institution. The careful research which informed the 
study is evident in the literally hundreds of endnote references contained in this 
volume. Developments during the period are dealt with thematically, with a heavy 
emphasis on administrative and executive change at the institution. Some attention 
is, however, paid to student life and to the relationship between the PUCHE and its 
wider community. The volume’s perspective is definitely informed by post-Apartheid 
South Africa and it also deals with changes in post-Apartheid higher education. 

A more recent addition to South African university histories is Elsabé Brink’s 
history of the University of Johannesburg (UJ), The University of Johannesburg: 
The University for a New Generation.* This volume was published by the university 
and written to coincide with UJ’s fifth anniversary in 2010. As UJ is an institution 
which was formed by the merger of the Rand Afrikaanse Universiteit, the Technikon 
Witwatersrand and the Soweto Campus of Vista University, the history looks at its 
progress during its first five years. It also digs deeper into the context of the institution 
by examining themes in the history of UJ from a historical perspective through the 
investigation of their development at UJ’s predecessors. It is a dense publication, 
covering a wide range of topics, and strongly locates the institution within the history 
of the city of Johannesburg. In keeping with its commemorative nature, it is a richly 
illustrated volume, including not only pictures of UJ and its predecessors, but also 
illustrations which touch upon the wider local and national context. 

Acommon challenge evident in these centenary publications is that of presenting 
the history of /a longue durée. Although the above histories vary somewhat in scope 
and depth, they are unable to cover the detail of, for example, Ritchie’s history 
of the SAC due to the length of time which they attempt to discuss and the sheer 
quantitative growth of universities after a century of development. Alumni of 
these institutions may struggle to identify with these histories as the years of their 
association with these universities may disappear into the grand sweep of decades 
and larger trends. While Brink’s history only commemorates a fifth anniversary, the 
publication strives to draw together the history of the Technikon Witwatersrand, 
Rand Afrikaans University and Vista University’s Soweto campus with the history 
of the newly created UJ. The result is also a more superficial study which attempts to 
describe macro-change. The outcome of this approach is a very different history in 
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comparison with the histories by Murray and Phillips which present a thorough and 
contextualised portrait of a single era in the institution’s past. 

A noteworthy feature of histories written when an institution is still relatively 
young is a more personal tone. This is also true of Ritchie’s history and of the 
University of the North’s twentieth anniversary commemoration publication, for 
example.*° In this volume, contributors recount particular personal experiences, 
such as their first impressions of the university. There is also a section detailing the 
progress of a selection of alumni of the university, including photos, at the end of 
the volume. This tone is similar to that of early histories of the University of Fort 
Hare, in which individuals are highlighted and personal feelings and recollections 
are woven into the history. This personal tone is largely missing from histories which 
attempt to cover a longer period. Perhaps this change in tone is also evidence of 
changes in institutional culture at South African universities which have grown in 
scope and sheer numbers over recent decades. Brink’s history of UJ also avoids 
the more personal aspects of the university experience and the later volumes of Ad 
Destinatum, presenting the history of UP, are perhaps the most striking examples of 
a more impersonal presentation of the institution’s past. 


THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL APPROACH 


A noticeably popular approach to South African university history has also been the 
autobiographical or memoir-style approach. This lends a personal tone to the story 
of an institution and saves the writer from having to conduct much research beyond 
the scope of their personal experience. This type of publication often weaves the 
personal life story of the author into the story of the institution to greater and lesser 
degrees. In some cases, such publications have a strongly polemical flavour linked 
to a personal agenda. An extreme example of this is Nhlanhla Maake’s Barbarism in 
Higher Education: Once upon a Time in a University (2011) recounting corruption 
at the University of the North West. 

Mervyn Shear’s volume on the history of Wits entitled WITS: A University in 
the Apartheid Era is another example of the memoir type history.*” Published in 
1996, shortly after the collapse of the Apartheid government, the book attempts 
to take a critical look at Wits’s resistance to Apartheid and its position on racial 
discrimination. Shear, a dental student at Wits in the 1950s, was part of the Wits 
staff from 1955 and served as deputy vice-chancellor in charge of student affairs 
from 1982 until his retirement in 1990. His account describes the university’s racial 
policy from the 1920s, while the bulk of the book covers the dramatic events of the 
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1980s. Shear uses documents and photographs as well as his personal experience to 
construct his account of the events in question. In this sense it is a valuable source, 
although at times the tone is fairly subjective and often rather apologetic. 

S. Saunders’s Vice-Chancellor on a Tightrope: A Personal Account of Climactic 
Years in South Africa*® is another example of this autobiographical approach. In 
essence, it is the memoirs of Stuart Saunders, who was vice-chancellor of UCT 
between 1981 and 1996. It tells Saunders’s very personal life story which includes 
his career at UCT both as a student and staff member, specifically in the Faculty of 
Medicine. It also expresses Saunders’s opposition to racial discrimination in South 
Africa. As Saunders’s career mainly took place at UCT, the focus is on events at the 
university and how these were affected by government actions. It does, however, 
contain wider personal recollections of national events and circumstances. 

It is interesting that the majority of histories of the University of Fort Hare 
have been written in this autobiographical style. The first such history is by the first 
principal of Fort Hare, Alexander Kerr, and covers his period of association with 
the original university college at Fort Hare.*? As with other Fort Hare histories, his 
narrative contains many personal details and has an autobiographical tone. He gives 
his first impressions of arriving in South Africa and of Alice and its surrounds. This 
self-proclaimed ‘memoir’ is a useful source in itself regarding the early years of 
the institution as it describes with much detail the initial establishment and growth 
of the college. 

Another autobiographical study of Fort Hare is Donovan Williams’s A History 
of the University College of Fort Hare, South Africa — the 1950s: The Waiting 
Years.*' Williams was appointed in the Department of History at Fort Hare in 1952, 
where he later became Professor and Head of Department until 1959. Described 
as ‘an insider’s closely observed record of the fateful 1950s at Fort Hare’, this 
history draws both on Williams’s personal experiences at the university and on a 
wealth of primary material, including official documents and interviews. This is 
not a traditional history which chronicles growth and development at Fort Hare, 
but a discussion of the reaction of the college to growing government control and 
Apartheid. Like Shear’s account of Wits’ history, this is also a useful primary source 
as it includes Williams own recollections and experiences. In this case, Williams’s 
skill as an historian strengthens his insights as the story of the college is strongly 
grounded in the national and international context. A possible pitfall of writing from 
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the inside is however evident in this history, as in places it is difficult to follow the 
progression of events and the dense account can jump back and forth in time. 

Another Fort Hare history, which is inspired by personal experiences, although 
it is not an autobiographical study, is D. Massey’s Under Protest: The Rise of Student 
Resistance at the University of Fort Hare.* American scholar Massey spent a semester 
of study abroad in his undergraduate years at Fort Hare in 1997. His history also 
begins, like those of Kerr and Williams, with reminiscences of his first impressions 
of arriving at Fort Hare.** This attention to the landscape also highlights how the 
physical space of a campus is a significant factor in the history and identity of an 
institution. While Massey’s history also stems from a personal interest in the College 
stimulated by his experiences there, it is the only one which has been compiled by 
an ‘outsider’. It is also not a traditional chronicle of the university’s development but 
focuses on student activism and the development of political consciousness among 
students. Focused on the student experience, Massey’s study is based primarily on 
a large selection of interviews with alumni of the college. Massey also successfully 
places the story of Fort Hare student resistance in the context of changes in South 
African politics and higher education. 

Another feature of the Fort Hare histories is their periodisation which is based 
on outside events that affected the college rather than on a significant anniversary. 
In this case, the events of 1959, in which the government passed the University 
Extension Act, had far-reaching effects on the future of the institution. This year 
is the cut-off year for two Fort Hare histories as it pointed to the end of an era 
at the college. Williams uses 1959 as an end date for his study, which was also 
the year in which he was dismissed from the college, and a small commemorative 
volume was produced culminating in the events of the same year: A Short Pictorial 
History of the University College of Fort Hare, 1916-1959 by H.R. Burrows, A. 
Kerr and Z.K. Matthews was written with the intention of capturing the flavour of 
the College before it passed into the control of the Apartheid dispensation in 1960 
with the creation of separate institutions for different ethnic groups. It therefore not 
only served as a protest against the actions of the government but also as a means of 
preserving the memory of the college as it was prior to this dramatic change. 

The vast majority of university histories gravitate towards significant institutional 
anniversaries in their periodisation and are usually generated around the time of 
milestone celebrations. It is interesting, however, that the actual moment of origin 
can differ from one commemorative publication to another. Does one celebrate the 
beginning of a university college, the acquisition of university status, or the genesis of 
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classes which resembled a higher education in the respective location? The choice of 
the moment of origin is in itself telling of the possible agenda of a university history 
in the same way that it is significant for specific university commemorations.” 

For universities, status is often linked to a heritage marked by the sheer passing 
of time and institutions often incline towards the earliest possible date of origin. 


THE HISTORIES OF FORMER ‘NON-WHITE’ 
UNIVERSITIES 


In carrying out a survey of South African university histories, one cannot help but 
notice that there is a striking lacuna in volumes covering the history of former ‘non- 
white’ universities under Apartheid, with the exception being the interest in the 
University of Fort Hare’s past, shown by the publications mentioned above. These 
institutions have a seemingly conflicted relationship with their past as can be seen 
in their commemorative publications. One such history is the Jubilee Publication 
of the University of the North, published in 1980. This history is a composite 
of pieces written by staff members for the 20th anniversary of the institution. It 
embodies well the contradictions of a university set up for a specific ethnic group 
under Apartheid. In line with traditional commemorative histories, it is detailed and 
presents a top-down view, favouring the portrayal of the university’s development 
from an administrative perspective. It also has a triumphalist tone, presenting an 
institution which had grown amid criticism and adverse conditions. On the other 
hand, a feature of this volume is the personal tone and experience of the contributors, 
who often point out the difficulties and controversies facing an institution struggling 
with its own legitimacy under Apartheid. 

The University of Zululand also produced a short commemorative publication 
in 1980, in anticipation of the institution’s 21st anniversary.*” It is a brief account of 
the establishment of the university and its growth and expansion, with a traditional 
focus on administrative and executive developments. It tells a positive story of the 
young institution’s triumphs in the face of difficulties, although it only very vaguely 
alludes to the latter. 

As far as these twenty-year anniversary publications are concerned, the 
University of Durban-Westville is the only institution to have published a more 
comprehensive scholarly history.** Edited by G.C. Oosthuizen of the Department of 
the Science of Religion, it gives a detailed overview of the institution’s first twenty 
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years while also considering from a more philosophical standpoint the legitimacy of 
a university for Indian students. Written in the early 1980s on the cusp of changes 
in the Apartheid policy regarding higher education, it is a thoughtful publication, 
albeit mainly traditional in its approach to the institution’s history. A more recent 
addition to scholarship on this institution is a dedicated edition of the Journal of 
Natal and Zulu History which considers the period during the 1960s in which the 
University College for Indians was located on Salisbury Island. It is a fine example 
of the varied dimensions of an institution of higher education which offer themselves 
for study, from matters of management and an exploration of the voices associated 
with the experience of staff at the college, to questions of gender and more specific 
historical examinations of the activities of the Speech and Drama Department.* It 
is an interesting starting point to the study of an institution which merits further 
attention. 

Later additions to the sphere of ‘non-white’ universities under Apartheid appear 
to suffer an even greater shortage of written histories than those insitutions under 
review here. Vista University, which opened on five campuses in 1983, does not 
appear to have a documented history except for the section with appeared in Brink’s 
history of UJ regarding Vista’s Soweto Campus. Other under-represented institutions 
are the University of Venda, the former Medunsa, and the former University of 
Bophutatswana, later known as the University of the North-West (Mafikeng 
Campus). 

Concerning another of these former ‘non-white’ universities is a more recent 
publication compiled by P. Lalu and N. Murray entitled Becoming UWC, regarding 
the University of the Western Cape (UWC).® While this publication considers 
critically the development of UWC’s institutional identity, it is certainly not a 
traditional or even typical university history. It is a compilation of essays of various 
lengths which critically explore UWC’s past and present identity as an institution. 
This is done through a non-traditional approach to the university’s administration 
and also through less traditional topics such as a consideration of student resistance 
and campus architecture, a photo essay and a compilation of poetry. While this 
volume is challenging and thought-provoking, it is difficult to decide how much of a 
university history it really is. Even though certain historical events and developments 
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are considered in the text, these are merely alluded to as part of a greater discussion 
regarding the institution’s identity, which is presented as problematic. 


COLLABORATIVE STUDIES 


Evident in the UWC study, as well as in some of the above publications, is a point 
highlighted by Rothblatt that ‘[i]fa trend has to be named, it would be the composite 
or collaborative model’.*' This approach, drawing on the contributions of multiple 
authors, reflects the wealth of available sources and angles for study. It also points to 
the difficulty for a single individual to adequately describe all the various dimensions 
of the history of institutions which are now home to thousands of student and staff 
members, over multiple faculties and campuses. It is a far cry from the history of a 
university college with under a hundred staff members. The collaborative approach 
has often been employed for brochure-type commemorative publications as well 
as for some older, more traditional histories. An example of such a collaborative 
approach in an older commemorative history is Stellenbosch 1866-1966: Honderd 
Jaar Hoér Onderwys.” A variety of staff members wrote contributions for the volume 
covering various aspects of the university’s past, although the bulk was written by 
P.S. du Toit. This is a ground-breaking history which, despite the collaborative 
approach, deals in a very detailed and methodical way with the wide scope of the 
university’s past. 

The history of PUCHE, mentioned earlier, also highlights the strength of the 
‘divide and conquer’ approach of collaboration in drawing together the work of a 
number of historians focusing on different aspects and periods in the university’s 
past. Another fine example of the strengths and variety afforded by the collaborative 
model is UCT at 150 edited by A. Lennox-Short and D. Welsh in 1979.° This 
collection includes articles written by a number of staff members and alumni at 
different times. There is an article, for example, taken froma 1934 issue of Huisgenoot 
by Afrikaans author MER discussing women students at the university. Unlike the 
Stellenbosch and PUCHE publication, this is more of a patchwork of contributions 
than a structured whole. 

Another feature of writing on institutions of higher education which has become 
increasingly popular is the study of smaller units within these institutions which 
serve as microcosms of developments in the greater context of the university. This 
trend also highlights the increasing difficulty for one scholar to master all the aspects 
of an institution’s past in depth. For example, university libraries have attracted 
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some attention,” as have their historical or valuable art, cultural and architectural 
collections.® Attention has also been given to individual faculties. Some work has 
been done, for example, on the history of the veterinary faculty at UP,° and more 
recently, Vanessa Noble has contributed an insightful study of the medical faculty 
at the University of Natal.’ R. Kirsch and C. Knox also contributed a volume on 
the history of UCT’s medical faculty and prior to her UJ history, Brink produced 
a volume on the Faculty of Arts and Design (FADA) in Johannesburg.® Within 
institutions, this type of study has also been produced by individual departments and 
faculties on the occasion of significant anniversaries with varying degrees of depth 
and critical perspective. 

As mentioned, Flip van der Watt has contributed a number of these type of 
publications regarding the history of the University of Pretoria, from a history of the 
faculty of theology to a history of Tuks rugby. His Rectores Magnifici” is a fine 
of example of how this type of publication can fall into the domain of university 
history. In this volume, he examines each of the rectors of the University, providing 
biographical sketches and highlighting their respective achievements during their 
tenures. Anecdotes and popular impressions of each man are included and while 
the more controversial aspects of their terms of office are mentioned, in general 
the descriptions are not very critical. In this way, it has more of a popular than a 
scholarly appeal. 

F.A. Mouton produced a noteworthy scholarly study of one of the University 
of Pretoria’s department’s past in the collection of essays History, Historians and 
Afrikaner Nationalism: Essays on the History Department of the University of 
Pretoria, 1909-1985." This collection of biographical articles examines a selection 
of staff members of the UP Department of History. As stated in a review of Mouton’s 
work, ‘[i]t does not pretend to be a comprehensive account of the department over 
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the 75 years that it covers, and its focus is not on the department as such but rather 
on the individuals and their lives.’ It has, however, been welcomed as shedding new 
light on the subject of Afrikaner historians and historiography.” 


BEYOND HISTORIANS AND UNIVERSITIES — THE 
DOMAIN OF HIGHER EDUCATION 


University history is, however, evidently the domain of more than just historians. It 
attracts practitioners from a variety of backgrounds, including those from the field 
of educational research. Issues in South African higher education have given rise 
to a wealth of publications, particularly in the changed educational landscape post- 
Apartheid. These studies, however, are not often from a historical perspective. Some 
of these educational studies do offer useful insights to the historian of universities 
and others also embody a historical approach. One such publication on education 
in general which deserves consideration is A.L. Behr’s New Perspectives in 
South African Education: A Review of Education in South Africa (1652—1984).™ 
Although the focus of this monograph is on education in general, some attention 
is paid to tertiary education. The book, written while Apartheid was waning but 
still in force, is divided into sections based on different race groups and gives basic 
background regarding educational developments for each group. In the section on 
the white population, a chapter is devoted to university developments and includes 
a very brief factual account of the establishment and growth of universities. It then 
outlines key policy and legislative changes which affected South African universities 
for white students. The development of black, coloured and Indian universities is 
covered in chapters outlining the development of education in general for these 
population groups. While these expositions are brief, they highlight the main events 
and developments in the course of the growth of the various universities for these 
population groups. In a very real sense, this book fills in the blanks in university 
development in South Africa as a whole in the period after Boucher’s publication 
up until 1983. It is, however, not strongly grounded in the broader South African 
historical context. 

A further point which should be noted when undertaking a survey of South 
African university history is that there is oftentimes a conflation between the terms 
‘universities’ and ‘higher education’, the latter referring to a much broader area of 
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educational institutions. In considering the historical record regarding South African 
universities in general, one cannot however avoid studies which consider higher 
education more broadly. While these can be considered as belonging to another 
genre of research and publication, they do offer the historian of universities valuable 
insights into the development of university affairs in general. These studies are 
generally not the work of historians, but emanate from government departments 
or research bodies concerned with higher education matters, which again points to 
the variety of practitioners concerned with the study of universities. They tend to 
favour a quantitative approach and often consider how university statistics line up 
with stated government policies over time. These studies are not particular to one 
institution, but consider larger national trends in higher education matters. Many 
such studies consider changes in higher education post—1994 and also attempt to 
evaluate progress in transformation in higher education. Given the challenges faced 
by South African universities and higher education institutions in the post-Apartheid 
context, publications abound regarding current higher education questions. In 
general, as far as the historian is concerned, these volumes are probably more useful 
as source material for future historical study. They do provide helpful insights, but are 
somewhat limited in their consideration of wider national and international contexts. 
Researcher Ian Bunting has contributed a wealth of studies of this type.” One such 
publication is A Legacy of Inequality: Higher Education in South Africa’”’ which 
critically examines the policies of the South African government regarding higher 
education between 1986 and 1992.” Another insightful and extremely detailed 
quantitative study is D. Cooper and G. Subotzky’s The Skewed Revolution: Trends in 
South African Higher Education, 1988—1998,"° which considers a decade of critical 
change in South African higher education. 


POST-APARTHEID SCHOLARSHIP 


In recent years, the university has increasingly become a subject of study for scholarly 
articles. Phillips gives the title ‘What Did Your University Do during Apartheid?’ to 
a review article published in 2000 looking at three publications of Wits’s history.” 
This title could also aptly be applied to the majority of recent scholarly articles 
written about South African universities, as many examine different universities’ 
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positions during the Apartheid era. These include an issue of the African Sociological 
Review dedicated to articles on Rhodes University. The articles come from a 
‘Critical Tradition Colloquium’ held at Rhodes in 2004 to celebrate its centenary, 
in which various dimensions of the university’s history were critically examined, 
particularly insofar as they related to Apartheid and the university’s post-Apartheid 
transformation.*° 

One predominant dimension which is investigated in scholarly articles is 
the question of student participation or protest.’'! Other articles have looked more 
specifically at the question of the language medium at particularly former Afrikaans- 
medium universities.” The growth of disciplines at South African universities has 
also been investigated, with history understandably attracting the most attention.* 
There has also been some more recent interest in matters related to students and 
student culture.** A perhaps somewhat older tradition in the articles regarding South 
African universities is the investigation of the origins and growth of universities 
in the country. The latter includes studies by Boucher, Phillips and S.B. Spies, and 
presents useful insights into the foundational years.* 

As seen in the volumes by Shear, Williams and Saunders, the system of Apartheid 
was a major influence in motivating these authors to retell the stories of their 
institutions in the immediate aftermath of its demise. Silver has also aptly pointed 
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out that ‘historical writing has strong roots in the contemporary environment’®® 


and demonstrated how this statement is very applicable to new perspectives in the 
history of universities. This is particularly true in a South Africa still grappling with 
the legacy of Apartheid and striving to create a transformed society. A very definite 
theme in more recent university history publications, in scholarly articles and in 
current higher education studies relates to Apartheid, whether it be the effects of 
Apartheid, resistance to Apartheid or questions of transformation at South African 
universities. As Apartheid was the defining influence of the twentieth century in 
South Africa, this is understandable. 

One effect of the post-Apartheid context has been the reconsideration of South 
African identities in a changed socio-political situation. Universities have also, in 
this context, been forced to reconsider their institutional identities. The 1994 essay 
by B. van der Walt ‘Flitsgedagtes oor die Identiteit van die PUK (1869-1994)’ is one 
example of this re-examination of an institution’s identity through historical enquiry. 
In this 125th-anniversary essay, Van der Walt explores critically the legitimacy of 
Potchefstroom University’s traditional Afrikaans Christian identity.*’ Van der Merwe 
briefly explore’s UP’s changing public image over its first century, and also points 
to an identity linked to altering historical contexts.** Lalu and Murray’s volume on 
UWC also poses questions regarding the university’s historical institutional identity 
and its orientation in a changed context. 

A colourful and interesting volume which considers changing institutional 
identities and orientations from the perspective of visual culture is Brenda 
Schmahmann’s Picturing Change: Curating Visual Culture at Post-Apartheid 
Universities.*° This volume is by no means a traditional university history as it 
considers how visual culture has changed or remained the same at a number of 
South African universities in the post-Apartheid era. Schmahmann considers not 
only university art collections, but also coats of arms, corporate logos and changing 
university regalia. It is a novel approach to the story of universities in this country. 
While presenting the university through the lens of visual culture, this study explores 
and challenges wider questions of institutional identities. 

The influence of contemporary issues also goes a long way to explain the rise in 
interest in South African university history. Twenty years after democracy, the higher 
education system has become increasingly subjected to attention and criticism in the 
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public domain.” This can also account for a growing interest in the past of South 
African universities. As South Africans still adapt to changing notions of identity in 
the post-Apartheid context, it is significant that a strong focus in university histories 
is on institutional identities. 


CONCLUSION 


As a genre which includes multiple possible dimensions, university history may add 
significantly to the understanding of a certain period by considering the university 
in its social context. This approach goes further than ‘traditional’ university histories 
by offering a critical look at the complexities existing in the relationship between the 
university and the society in which it operated. South African university histories 
show a wide spectrum of variations which range from ‘traditional’ histories to ones 
which establish strong connections between the university’s history and its historical 
context. The tone of these histories also varies from autobiographical accounts to 
drier, more impersonal volumes. There is also variety in the scope of these volumes 
both in terms of time and focus. The vast majority, however, of volumes on South 
African university history possess a commemorative character and have been linked 
to significant university anniversaries. Bearing the intended audience in mind, the 
appeal of these volumes is usually broader than merely to a scholarly academic 
community and thus, in some cases, the trappings of historical writing are dispensed 
with. 

Understandably, the legacy of Apartheid becomes strongly apparent when one 
draws up a review such as this, even if it is not overtly referred to in all the histories 
under consideration here. The differing quantity and nature of histories of former 
black and white institutions is the most striking evidence of Apartheid’s influence. 
Its effect on universities also led to the writing up of institutional histories at specific 
junctures and its demise caused some institutions to reflect critically on their past and 
on current and former institutional identities. In another sense, however, some South 
African university histories have remained remarkably insular and inward-looking, 
favouring a strongly commemorative tone. 

As higher education remains a pressing and relevant issue in South Africa, a 
historical reconsideration of aspects of South African universities is certainly of 
relevance. The study of universities presents historians with another perspective on 
society and there remains an unplumbed wealth of questions to be considered and 
explored in this aspect of the South African past. 





90 For example the #rhodesmustfall and #feesmustfall campaigns of 2015 and more recent student 
unrest on a number of campuses. 
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